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Jorge Luis Borges is known throughout much of the world as one of the most

famous Argentine poets and a master of the short story. Juan Domingo Per6n on the
other hand was a president of Argentina who brought wide scale changes to Argentina.
These two individuals in the history of Argentina seem to be unrelated, however, their
paths happened to cross when Per6n came to power in Argentin4 and the conflict

between Borges and Per6n had an important effect on Borges and his future. This paper

will examine the ideological conflict between Borges and Per6n,
discuss how

and then move on to

it affected Borges' life and career.

First, let's very briefly learn more about Borges and Per6n before their paths
crossed, starting with Borges. Jorge Luis Borges was born in August, 1899, and would

eventually become one of the most famous authors and poets to come out of Argentina.

During his childhood, he had a wide array of books at his disposal, and he developed a
love for literature. He also traveled throughout Europe with is family during his
adolescence after World War I, so he was exposed to other languages early on in his life.

Many of his family's books were in English, and during his family's travels, he studied
French and German, as well as his native Spanish. It was during this time that Borges
attempted his first serious poems, which he later considered to be of poor quality.

However, one can see that young Borges was quite worldly by the time he was about 20
years old.

I

Borges' literary career expanded to include works of poetry, short stories

of

fiction, critical essays, and translations of other works. Throughout the 1920s, Borges
main focus was publishing several of his works of poetry, essays that he had published in
magazines, as well as overseeing the publication of a literary
' Martin
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and the early 1940s until Per6n came to power, Borges shifted his focus to works of short

fiction, in addition to essays. During this time, his eyesight began failing at a faster rate.
He suffered from glaucoma, which caused his eyesight to slowly fade over the years until
he was eventually

blind. ln

1941, he was passed over for the National Prize

for

Literature, in favor of another author whom many of Borges' peers felt was decidedly

inferior to Borges.2
One can see that Borges was a blossoming author whose popularity was growing

before Per6n came to power in Argentina. Now lets move on to briefly discuss Per6n as
a

politician. Juan Domingo Per6n was an influential colonel in the army of Argentina.

He had been a military attachl in Italy, and during his time there he grew to admire the
fascist government of Benito Mussolini, the Italian leader who allied himself and his

country with Hitler and the Nazis during World War

II.

Before he became president,

Per6n served as Vice-President as well as the Minister of the Department of Labor for

Argentina. He was elected President of Argentina

n 1946 by a narrow margin as a

candidate who had won over the working class of Argentina by promising them better
wages, working conditions, and stronger labor unions.

As President of Argentina, Per6n's government was what is known as a Populist
govemment, and it featured elements of fascism and nationalism. The fascism influences
came from his observing of the government of Mussolini in ltaly during his years as a

military attach6 in Italy. The most important move Per6n made as President was to ally
himself with the working class. Per6n's idea was to ffansform Argentina from an
agricultural society dependent on imports, to a self-sufficient country with a strong
industrial base, yet with enough agriculture to keep the country afloat. While allying
2
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himself with the workers gave Per6n a strong voting support base due to the sheer
numbers of the working class, he also made enemies among the upper class, whom he
was robbing of economic and financial power. His policies angered big landowners
because he took a percentage of their profits from their exports, and gave it to new

companies who tried to establish industry in Argentin4 and this tactic did not work.
Per6n's government was successflrl in some areas, and utter failures in others, but

it was Per6n's fascism that caused him to gain enemies in intellectual circles that
included authors such as Borges. Per6n's government was not a democracy, which is
what many in Argentina really wanted. Per6n's government was more of a dictatorship;
he had his hands in almost,

if not all, state affairs and wanted to control everything

could, including freedom of speech.

It

1949, Per6n oversaw the reconstruction

he

of

Argentina's constitution, and gave himself even more power and the right to consecutive
terms as President.3

More traits that angered Per6n's enemies were the way he abused his power,
suppressed individualism, and used fear to keep his political enemies in

line. He was by

no means above bribing, torturing, or killing his enemies to silence them. His connection

to Mussolini, and Mussolini's connection to Hitler, led many to believe that Per6n was
also a Nazi, although he truly was

not. This was especially

a problem that Borges saw

in

Per6n, because Borges was convinced that Per6n was a Nazi.a
There was much about Per6n that upset Borges. As just mentioned, Borges feared

that Per6n was a Nazi, and Borges was very strongly against the Nazis. Starting in 1937,
Borges began publishing anti-Nazi articles in magazines. At first, they were rather timid
22-23.
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stabs that attempted to relay a message

of anti-Nazism, but by the time that Germany

invaded France in 1940, Borges became plainly anti-Nazi in these works. This is

important to note because Borges felt that politics and literature were separate entities
that should stay separate, but he felt so strongly about Nazism that he was compelled to

publish articles and other works about it. Borges did not care for their fascist government,
and for their anti-Semitism.s
One aspect of fascism that displeased Borges was the way that

individualism. As

a

it suppressed

writer, it is nearly impossible to express one's thoughts and feelings

to the public if the government threatens to punish you for doing so, and in general,
fascist governments suppress the general public from voicing their opinions. In Germany
during Nazi rule, Borges notes that German government censors block out everything
except what they feel is acceptable, and Borges goes on to conclude that Germany is

lacking in quality literature. One of the major magazines that Borges published such
articles in was the magazire Sur,which was one of the most important literary magazines

in Argentina at the time, and another was called El Hogar. He also published other
works such as poetry and short fiction in Sur for many years to come.6
In general, Borges drew major parallels between Germany under the Nazis and
his own country

if it were to become a fascist dictatorship

as

well.

On this subject,

Borges said:

The [political] situation in Argentina is very serious, so serious that a great
Number of Argentines are becoming Nazis without being aware of

it.

Tempted

by
5
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Promises of social reform- in a society that undoubtedly needs a better
Organization than the one it now has- many people are letting themselves be
Seduced by an outside wave of hatred that is sweeping the country.

It is a terrible

Thing, similar to what happened at the beginning of fascism and Nazism [in
Europe]. But I must add that Argentine intellectuals are against it.7

As we can see, Borges was concerned that the promises Per6n was making to the working
class was going to lead to Per6n coming to power, and thus bringing a fascist dictatorship

to power in Argentina, which we now know was one of Borges' greatest fears for
Argentina.
Borges felt that fascism was barbaric; that it was the opposite of Argentina's
developing Western civilization. This brings us to a symbol of Argentina that Borges
used in his literature to discuss this issue of barbarism and civilization, and that symbol is

the gaucho, and the character of Martin Fierro. Gauchos were basically the cattle herders
and cotrntry

folk of rural Argentina, and they had an image of being poor, working class

people who are somewhat rough around the edges. Martin Fierro was the main character

in an epic two part poem by Josd Hern6ndez that was written in the 1890s when gauchos
were more corlmon in the pampas region of Argentina. Fierro is a gaucho who basically
embodies all of the characteristics of the stereotypical gaucho of Argentina's past, and to
many in Argentina his characteristics are present throughout Argentine culture. Fierro is
somewhat glorified for this reason. Borges had once been one of those who glorified this
character, but in light of the barbarism-fascism connection, he changed his view

of

Martin Fierro.8

7
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Inl944,Borges himself ended the story of Martin Fierro that Hernrindezhadleft
open-ended. Borges wrote a series of short stories leading up to one published

n1944

titled "The End." In this short story, Borges has the character Fierro killed in a duel, and
his reason for doing this was to end the cycle of barbarism in Argentine literature. To
Borges, for fascism to take hold of Argentina was similar to the times when Argentina
was a barbaric nation of gauchos. He felt that fascism would be a major step back in the
development of Argentina's government and culture. It would be like Argentina going
back into the times when it was under the strong armed military dictatorship of Juan

Manuel de Rosas.e

Now let's move on to discuss the actual conflict that transpired between Borges
and Per6n. When Per6n came into power, Borges was an assistant in the Miguel Can6

library, a position he loved although it did not pay him much, and his political views up
to this point have been described best as apolitical. In the first year of Per6n's first term,
Borges main offlense against Per6n was that he had signed several manifestos and

petitions that were against Per6n, but he had not published any outright anti-Peronist

work. For the first months of Per6n's term in 1946, Borges went unpunished for this,
because Per6n was more interested in stengthening his power over the country.

However, later in l946,Per6n sent Borges a notice that he had been promoted from his
assistant position at the library to the position of poultry and rabbit inspector in the public

market on C6rdoba Street. This "promotion" was meant to humiliate Borges, as well as to
deprive him of

e

a

job that he loved, and it succeeded on both accounts. This tactic is

a

well
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known fascist political tactic to humiliate political opponents. Borges immediately
resigned this new occupation.lo

After he resigned from his post at the library, Borges began giving lectures at
private instifutions. At first, Borges was very nervous about giving lectures, because he
was not confident in his abilities as a public speaker. Before, he had always asked a

friend to present his ideas aloud. Now, he was forced to give the lectures himself if he
wished to survive, since this was the only chance for him to make enough money to
support himself. Soon enough, he would become proficient at giving lectures to the point
that he once said this about lecturing:

'Not only did I end up making far more money

than at the library, but I enjoyed the work and felt that it justified me."ll Now we can see
that one very direct effect that Per6n had on Borges was that by causing Borges to resign

from the library, he forced him to become a great lecturer, and thus opened a new door

for Borges to express his literary thoughts and feelings in addition to writing.
Per6n again found a way to humiliate Borges and his family a couple of years

later in 1948. A goup of women was holding a gathering in Buenos Aires in which antigovemment pamphlets were being handed out.

All of these women were rounded up and

arrested. Borges' mother and sister were two of those who were arrested and imprisoned.
Borges' sister spent a month in jail, while his mother was placed under house atrest,
rather than being jailed, on account of her old age (she was sixty years old at the time).

Borges' sister was especially humiliated because the jail she was placed in was meant for
prostitutes, according to Borges. Borges' mother and sister could have freed themselves

10
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earlier if they had agreed to write a letter of apology for their actions, which of course
they did not.r2
Borges continued writing and giving lectures, but he was constantly worried about
Per6n and what he might do to the country, or to

him. In his works that

are considered

anti-Peronist, his attacks are never direct, but his point is taken if one looks for
lectures, Borges says,

o'In

it.

ln his

every lecture I gave, I would always express my views against

the government." Later during Per6n's reign, Borges would become president of the
Society for Argentine Writers. In Spanish, it is known as the Sociedad Argentina de
Escritores (SADE). Borges took this position after much internal debate, because he did
not wish to take a publicly known position of an organization such as this that would
make him atarget of the Per6n regime. However, at the same time he felt somewhat
obligated to accept the position, because years earlier when one of his best works (Tfte
Garden of Forking Paths) was denied the National Award for Literature, the SADE
invented their own award to present to Borges for one of his other outstanding literary

works (Ficciones).r3
For the rest of Per6n's dictatorship, Borges would firy to remain away from the

big political stage just so he could strvive. His political strategy while Per6n was in
power was not to encourage outright rebellion towards Per6n, but instead, Borges
encouraged his peers to exercise their individualism as a rebellion towards fascism,

which attempted to vanquish individualism. He believed that because fascism had an
aversion towards individualism, that practicing individualism itself was an acceptable

"
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form of protest against a fascist government. Borges' short fiction piece entitled "The
Secret Miracle" illustrates how Borges represented this view through his fiction.la

ln *The Secret Miracle," the main character is soon to be executed by the Nazis

in 1939 for being a Jew, and he prays to God to be allowed to finish a play he has been
writing. Miraculously, time

freezes long enough for the man to finish his play, at least

in

his mind, and then time resumes and he is executed. The message conveyed through this
story is that the mar's play was not published, or even told to another soul. Only the man

who wrote it knew about it, yet he felt flrlfilled before he died because he had written it.
He wrote the play for his own enjoyment, and in doing so, rebelled against the fascist
government of the Nazis by exercising his individualism in the writing of his play."

In 1955,

Juan Domingo Per6n was overthrown, and forced into

exile. This was a

joyous day for Borges, who must have felt free again from tyrannical pressure to watch
what he wrote or said in public. He was happy that the door to democracy was open for

Argentina again. Then, just weeks after Per6n was out of power, Borges was appointed
as director of the National

Library. The appointment was more than Borges could have

dreamed for himself, and he was

wildly happy with

Library, Borges found himself in

a

it. As the director of the National

position of power to expand the library's inventory

of

books to repair the literary damage Per6n had caused. However, although Per6n was not

physically in Argentina, he still had many supporters who constantly advocated for his
retum.l6

In 1956, Borges earned two great honors; first, he was awarded with the National
Award for Literature, and second, he was elected to the chair of English and American
Gotwfilez,l8S-189.
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Literature at the University of Buenos Aires. These honors he obviously earned because

without Per6n in power, the intellectual community was free to recognize his efforts. In
fact, Borges admits the following about his hiring for the chair of English and American

Literature at the University of Buenos Aires:
Other candidates had sent in painstaking lists of their translations, papers,
Lectures, and other achievements. I limited myself to the following statement:

"Quite unwittingly, I have been qualifuing myself for this position throughout my

Life." My plain approach gained the day. I was hired and spent ten or twelve
Happy years at the university.lT
From this quote directly from Borges, we can see that he was being recognized and hired
by the University of Buenos Aires for his prior work, not for what he was currently

working on.
After Per6n was overthrown, Borges went on to have a long and productive career
and

life in literature. He was free to express his opinions, as he did in an interview with

Richard Burgin in 1967 . In this interview, he speaks his mind on the subject of Per6n in

relation to other fascist leaders that he often compared him to, Hitler and Mussolini.
When asked by Burgin if Per6n was like Hitler, Borges answers:

No, but Hitler was a brave man... Per6n was a coward. Besides, I think Hitler
Believed in himself and Per6n didn't. Per6n knew he was a humbug. And all his
Henchmen knew he was a humbug. They were all out for loot. Very different.

Hitler was a man of action. He fought, he died, he inspired men. I hated him, but I
Thought of him, perhaps, as acrazy man but as a man who was in a sense
Respectable. In the case of Per6n, Per6n was more like Mussolini. Though
17
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Mussolini was far more intelligent than Per6n. Per6n was a humbug, and he knew

It, and everybody knew

it.

But Per6n could be cruel. I mean he had people

Tortured, killed.l8
Borges also goes on to ridicule Per6n's wife, the Argentine working class' beloved
oEvita', as a prostifute that everyone made fun

of.

From these strong words, one can see

how badly Borges hated Per6n, because he resorts to calling Per6n names such as
coward, and humbug, and even insulting his wife in one of the worst ways possible.
When Per6n was in power, Borges would and could never have publicly stated these

opinions of Per6n out of fear of retribution from Per6n.

lnl97l,

Per6n made a return to the forefront of politics of Argentina. Hector

Crlmpora ran for the Presidency that year, but he was nothing more than a puppet

of

Per6n's. Before the election, Borges published an article imploring his country not to
elect C6mpora, because he would bring Per6n and fascism back to Argentina. Borges
reminded them that Per6n had been comrpt, tortured his opponents, confiscated property,

jailed his political enemies, and censored the media. Still, Cilmpora won the election, and
promptly allowed Per6n back into the country. C6mpora changed the law that forbade
Per6n from running for President, and called for a Presidential election later that very
same year, and

of course, Per6n was elected again.le

This time around, Per6n did not have the powerful stranglehold on the country
that he had had before. This time he was more sensitive to criticism, and since Borges
had earned such a sfrong reputation, Per6n was afraid to punish

t8

him. Hence, Borges was

Richard Burgin, Corwersations with Jorge Luis Borges (New Yorlq Chicago, and San Francisco:
Rinehart and Winston, 1968), 120-121.
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openly critical of Per6n during this term. Borges did not have to criticize long, though,
because Per6n died within a year of taking office.20

In conclusion, the effect that Juan Domingo Per6n's government had on the life
and literary career of Jorge Luis Borges was great. Per6n caused major setbacks to

Borges' life and career. Because of Per6n, Borges lost his job as a library assistant, but
this eventually 1ed Borges to find that he could find even greater fulfillment as a lecturer.
Borges and his family were publicly humiliated by Per6n. When Per6n was in power,
Borges had to struggle to survive in what he felt was an occupied country, rather than his
homeland of Argentina. And finally, once Per6n was gone from power in Argentin4
Borges began to receive the recognition he deserved, and he could relax again and live
his life the way he wanted before Per6n seemingly ruined it.

20
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